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‘Wearing a Headscarf is my Personal
Choice’ (Jasmina, 16 years)
EDIEN BARTELS
Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology, Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam
ABSTRACT ‘Wearing a headscarf is my personal choice.’ With this statement, Jasmina, a 16-year-
old Moroccan daughter of immigrants, characterizes her position in Dutch society. The headscarf
indicates her religion and, indirectly, her origins. In wearing it, she indicates to others that she is
a Muslim and a member of the umma, the Muslim community. Her comment that this is her
personal choice is indicative of the process of individualization that is taking place in western
Dutch society, where people are increasingly faced with having to make their own decisions. The
process of individualization implies detachment from collective relationships such as religious
communities, but the choice to wear a headscarf appears to indicate a choice made in the
opposite direction. In this article the author discusses this paradox from an anthropological
perspective.
Introduction
‘Wearing a headscarf is my personal choice.’ With this statement, Jasmina, a 16-year-old
Moroccan daughter of immigrants, characterizes her position in Dutch society. The head-
scarf points to her religion and indirectly to her origins. In wearing it, she indicates to
others that she is a Muslim, an adherent of Islam and a member of the umma, the
Muslim community. When she makes this comment concerning her personal choice,
she is referring to the process of individualization that is taking place in western Dutch
society, where people are increasingly faced with having to make their own decisions.
The process of individualization points to the process whereby individuals become
detached from collective relationships such as religious communities, but the choice to
wear a headscarf appears to indicate a choice made in the opposite direction. And
Jasmina is no exception. In areas of the city in which many Turks and Moroccans live,
the headscarf is a part of what one commonly sees on the street. In the Netherlands
Islam is also expanding in organizational terms. The number of mosques is increasing,
there are already 39 Islamic primary schools, two Islamic high schools and two (as yet
unrecognized) private Islamic universities, in Rotterdam and in Schiedam. How should
we interpret this comment from Jasmina about her choice to follow and express her faith?
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Immigrant young people seem to be caught ‘between two cultures’, as popular discourse
has it, or as they refer to it themselves. What do they mean by this? The values to which
people in Dutch society give top priority are different from those held in Moroccan
society. The emphasis in Dutch society lies on autonomy, independence and individuality.
For Moroccans, the focus is more on honour and disgrace, the family and group solidarity.
So do young Moroccan immigrants not find themselves in a no man’s land, between Dutch
society and the Moroccan community? Are Dutch society and the Moroccan community at
opposite poles from each other? Pels (1998) shows how the goals of child-rearing in
Moroccan families are changing and that notions such as social autonomy are the
points of focus.1 Can the situation of Muslim young people from immigrant families
really be expressed in these theoretical discussions, in which contradistinctions are so
much the centre of focus? Is not the reality much more about a situation in which shifts
are taking place and new interpretations are being given to the cultural baggage that
their parents have passed on to them? Are not these different interpretations coming
about in part under the influence of the human relationships existing within the Dutch
population of which Moroccans are part? In other words: can the situation of Muslim
young people from immigrant families be characterized by the differences typically
noted between Dutch culture and Moroccan culture?
In this article I would like to investigate why the characterization of ‘between two cul-
tures’, as Moroccan girls themselves refer to their situation, is not a useful description in
scientific terms of the religious experience and identity of Moroccan girls. I will also
discuss how it can serve as a metaphor for the inner conflict these girls experience. I
develop a picture of compliance with Islamic religious precepts which accurately rep-
resents the views of girls and women who take this compliance with them into the
outside world and which can be situated among ideas about culture from an anthro-
pological perspective. The aim of this article is to show how following Islam and
wearing the headscarf can be seen in the context of the process of individualization that
is taking place in western Dutch society. The point of departure for this is the anthropo-
logical view of culture as a model of reality that is (re)produced in concrete actions.
This pertains not only to the reproduction of existing models of reality, but also to
changes through which new models are produced. I will provide a short overview of
the discussion surrounding the headscarf in the Netherlands and the problems that
Moroccan girls confront when they try to adhere to Islamic rules. This article is based
on anthropological research conducted among Moroccan youngsters2 who attend the
homework assistance programme at the Nour mosque in Gouda, a small town in the
western part of the Netherlands.3
The Headscarf
The headscarf is a recurrent subject of fierce debate at many levels. Since 1985 there have
been several so-called headscarf affairs (Shadid & Van Koningsveld, 1985; Rath et al.,
1996). Since then, there have been many robust discussions conducted. Lutz (1996,
p. 128) describes how between 1989 and 1994 the national newspapers focused on this
subject 99 times. After 1994, it continued. The theme of acceptance appears to be shifting
to other subjects. Sometime around Christmas 1999, the request of three Muslim students
at a public school for an area where they could pray during Ramadan was picked up by the
press and discussed in political circles.
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Recently this matter of the headscarf has again become the subject of media attention.
A discussion has been launched about the acceptability of the wearing of headscarves by
police officers, teachers in public schools, editors of a feminist magazine and employees in
a court of law. In particular, the discussions in France, and the French law concerning the
prohibition of headscarves in public schools, has stirred up discussions in the Netherlands.
The most familiar argument against this practice is that it represents a form of oppression
and coercion exercised by men – the imam, fathers and brothers. It is noteworthy that the
girls and women in question are hardly ever allowed to speak about why they choose to
wear the headscarf. Why do Muslim girls decide to do so? Is it under threat of having
their heads shaved, as was stated in a letter sent to the Volkskrant newspaper, or
because they would otherwise not be allowed to go to school? Who is coercing them?
Or do they wear it voluntarily? If so, why do they make this choice? In order to answer
these questions, a study was conducted among Moroccan girls in Gouda, a small town
in the western part of Holland, who are attending the homework assistance project in
the Nour mosque.
Moroccan Girls and Islam
At around 3 p.m. each day the Nour mosque in Gouda and the area around it are teeming
with young people. They come to the mosque for homework assistance. This seems to be
extraordinary. Young people usually go to the mosque less often than adults, and girls/
women in Morocco only go in special circumstances. Until approximately a decade
ago, it was a well-known problem in the Netherlands that Muslim girls from immigrant
families were often taken out of school when they entered puberty. It seems that their
honour and good name were at stake in the community. Today this is no longer the
case, but girls do come up against problems regarding moving on to higher levels of
education and their freedom of action. Boys are confronted by different problems. They
leave school without a diploma and therefore have no opportunities in the job market.
At this mosque, teenage girls are accepted, given help with their homework, advised con-
cerning conflicts with their parents and at school, and encouraged to spend their free time
together. Girls learn how to deal with questions about why they wear a headscarf, pro-
blems concerning virginity, and the differences that should be observed between their
relations with men and their relations with women. Boys are helped with their homework,
reminded of their responsibilities and provided with sports activities.
This homework assistance programme was set up as an assistance project for vulnerable
young people in underprivileged circumstances. It has been so successful that in the last
ten years it has grown from involving only a few secondary schools to having 130 partici-
pants aged from 11 to 20 (including girls and boys from group eight of primary school).
This assistance is not only for Moroccan young people. Turkish, Iraqi, Moluccan and
Dutch young people also attend. Islamic rules are maintained, however – girls and
boys are segregated.
C. Dominicus-Groot conducted research among the girls attending the homework
assistance programme (see Dominicus-Groot, 2000). She describes how these girls feel at
home in the mosque and the programme. They speak, for instance, of the ‘outside’ when
referring to the world outside the home, where they must face questions about Islamic
rules of conduct. The concepts of h
˙
ara¯m (forbidden) and h
˙
ala¯l (permitted) in particular
are key concepts against which Islamic rules of conduct are tested. These rules of
‘Wearing a Headscarf is my Personal Choice’ 17
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conduct pertain to different areas. They focus, for example, on the notions of ‘pure’ and
‘impure’. Contact with blood, bodily fluids, impure food such as pork and non-ritually
slaughtered meat and impure drinks such as alcohol, all bring people into a state of impur-
ity. There are also rules governing how men and women relate to one another, physical
development, sexuality, and the relationship between parent and child. ‘Outside’ these
rules are not known or girls are sometimes forced to violate them, engaging in behaviour
that is h
˙
ara¯m. ‘Inside’ these rules are not always clearly defined; they are sometimes the
subject of discussion and their interpretation differs. ‘Outside’ the girls often experience
ignorance and sometimes animosity and there is in any case a strong pressure to
conform to what is seen in the Netherlands as the norm and to distance oneself from
the Islamic rules. ‘Inside’ discussions are focused on achieving clarity and agreement
on how a Muslim female should behave in a non-Muslim environment. In other words:
what to do in respect of these Islamic rules of conduct in a situation that does not allow
you to comply with them and when you are forced to violate them.
The Muslim young people who attend this homework assistance programme in the Nour
mosque cross the boundary, as it were, every day between what they themselves call
‘inside’ and ‘outside’. This continual crossing of the boundary has more consequences
for girls than for boys; girls make this visible by their clothing and especially by the
headscarf they wear. These girls characterize this situation as being ‘caught between
two cultures’.
Young People between Two Cultures
From an anthropological perspective and from a scientific description of the concept of
‘culture’, the characterization of being ‘between two cultures’ is difficult (Bartels &
Brouwer, 1999). The situation of the human being a cultural creature is what Geertz
(1975, p. 5) describes as ‘. . .an animal suspended in webs of significance that he
himself has spun’. Culture as being inherent to human existence can be characterized as
a continual process of giving things significance. The description ‘between two cultures’
has a stagnating effect, suggests a static interpretation of the concept of culture and seems
to issue from cultures as demarcated entities. Tennekes (1990, p. 158) calls this character-
istic misleading at the least. Such a characterization suggests the existence of a cultural
vacuum, a type of no man’s land – but it is one that simply does not exist. When we
assume that culture is a continual process of giving things significance, ethnic minority
young people are no exception. The actions of ethnic minority young people are guided
by what Tennekes calls the frameworks of interpretation and the instructions for
conduct that they possess. There is a difference between ethnic minority and native
Dutch young people with respect to the frameworks available. The actions of ethnic min-
ority young people are simultaneously oriented towards different cultural systems. ‘They
therefore do not live between two cultures, but participate in two cultures’ (Tennekes,
1990, p. 158). Moreover, participating in two or more cultural systems is not so extraordi-
nary. In a pluralistic society, most people do this. The special factor that applies to ethnic
minority young people is that the cultures in which they are participating are not only
different, but also in some respects contrary to one another (Tennekes, 1990, p. 158).
These contradistinctions can cause conflicts in their daily lives which are connected not
so much with contradistinctions in content, such as the wearing of a headscarf in
public, but rather arise when young people have to make choices with respect to their
18 E. Bartels
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conduct when loyalties are at stake. The wearing of the headscarf elicits criticism from
Dutch people not because the Dutch say to these girls that they are thereby not observing
the separation of church and state that is a basic principle in the Netherlands, nor because
they think the headscarf is ugly. It elicits criticism because they thereby display loyalty
to their own group which, in the eyes of many Dutch people, practises an ‘oppressive
and backward’ religion full of ‘oppressive’ men and intolerant of minority groups such
as homosexuals. Expressions of Islamic belief, such as the headscarf, elicit negative reac-
tions, from which it becomes only too clear that the group to which these expressions are
addressed is little appreciated in Dutch society. This negative estimation is also found in
scientific research into ethnic hierarchies. Turks and Moroccans are at the bottom of the
ethnic ladder, below Southern Europeans such as Spaniards and Italians, Molluccans, Sur-
inamese and Antillans (Hagendoorn, 1995; Roosens, 1998). Therefore, when young
people say they ‘live between two cultures’, they are not talking so much about a shortage
of frameworks for interpretation and codes of conduct, but rather about an overabundance
of these things and the impossibility of combining them due to the contradistinctions
between them and the negative appreciation that they experience as being problematic.
If we want to understand the expression ‘between two cultures’, we shall have to look
at the emotional pressure that young people experience in making a place for themselves
in society.
Verkuyten (1999, pp. 84, 85), in his study about identities and identification, clarifies the
connection between the expression ‘between two cultures’ and emotional pressure.
Members of ethnic groups experience psychological pressure when they do not feel
welcome in an adopted society because of their background and therefore feel that they
have to adapt to the new culture. These feelings of being unwelcome and the adoption
to the new culture create stress that is expressed by use of the expression ‘between two
cultures’. In acculturation studies, the problems of adapting have been given extensive
attention, which explains the key place given to ‘stress’ and ‘coping’ strategies within
these studies. But how are the ‘stress’ and ‘coping’ mechanisms in problematic situations
of adaptation connected with the search for one’s own place in the adopted society and
one’s choice to express a religious identity? With the help of the research of Verkuyten
(1999) and Thomaes (1994), we can analyse the expression ‘between to cultures’ and
the choices of the Moroccan girls of Gouda. In the next section, I provide a short overview
of the research of Thomaes into identity and emotional problems, and then of the model
used by Verkuyten of the relation between identity and identification. Finally I clarify the
relation between emotional problems, identity, and the choice to follow Islam expressed as
a ‘personal’ choice.
Identity and Emotional Problems
K. Thomaes (1994) conducted research from a medical anthropological perspective into
explanations for illness in relation to identity constructions among first- and second-gen-
eration Turkish women in Maastricht, the provincial capital of the province of Limburg in
the south of the Netherlands. She shows how ‘coping’ strategies are closely connected
with the search for a ‘new’ identity. All the second-generation Turkish women who
were the subject of her research in Maastricht said they had problems concerning issues
related to identity. Thomaes expressly indicates that these issues are not specific to
ethnic minority Turkish women. She accepts the opinion of the psychologist Erikson,
‘Wearing a Headscarf is my Personal Choice’ 19
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who said that this identity phase is part of a healthy development of personality in young
people. But the situation in which these young people find themselves determines the area
in which their identity develops most strongly. For the Turkish women studied in
Thomaes’ research, their ‘being different’ formed the basis of their developing identity.
It also becomes clear that Turkish women make their own choices with respect to indivi-
duality and collectiveness and that these two areas are connected. They make an active
choice to identify with the ethnic or religious group and their personal identity is con-
nected with this. Based on these choices, Thomaes distinguishes three groups of
second-generation women. In the first group, the women identify with their ethnicity
and also promote the interests of their ethnic group in Dutch society. They are not
afraid of criticizing both Dutch society and their own group. Their criticism of their
own group is primarily coloured by gender-related issues. They choose to accept a
‘modern, individual identity’ for themselves and develop an alternative to the stigmatizing
images held with respect to ‘eastern femininity’ and ‘victimization’.
In the second group, women develop their identity around their religion. After a period
of confusion, they choose to follow their faith, thereby showing they can persevere both in
the face of opposition in Dutch society – to which they respond from the standpoint of
their faith – and with respect to Turkish men. For this group of women, too, their criticism
of their own group is coloured by gender-related problems. Collective and gender identity
are linked here. Their submission to their religion empowers these women and makes them
strong, tenacious and stable.
The third group of women do not choose a collective identity because they associate
their ethnic identity with the negative ‘cultural’ customs they experienced both as children
and as women. They also experience religion as being oppressive. The headscarf for them
is a symbol of oppression and not of empowerment and perseverance. Despite the disad-
vantages they have experienced as a result of being Turkish, they still feel Turkish, but this
dimension of their lives is not appreciated among the Dutch, who see them more as inte-
grated Dutch women. Thomaes states that the consequences they suffer from ‘losing their
collective identity’ are considerable. They experience no empowerment as ‘Turkish
women’ and have to deal with feelings of inferiority in their fight to find their own identity.
These women encounter many marital problems both caused by and resulting from these
identity problems.
It is noteworthy that the image of Islam and the headscarf held by the women in the
third group – Islam is oppressive and the headscarf is a symbol of this oppression –
corresponds with the image that predominates in Dutch society as a whole. These
women seem to be optimally integrated into Dutch society and are also experienced
as being Dutch by the Dutch. Nevertheless, according to Thomaes, it seems that these
women experience the most psycho-social problems which can be discerned through
the concepts of identity and identification, as Verkuyten (1999) explains.
Identity and Identification
Verkuyten (1999) indicates how identity should be distinguished from identification.
Social identity depends directly on current social constructions and the wider society
plays a role in this by, for example, attributing characteristics to a group. Moroccans
for example, work the characteristics attributed to them by the wider society into their
Moroccan group identity. Identification, on the other hand, is predominantly psychological
20 E. Bartels
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
Vr
ij
e 
Un
iv
er
si
te
it
, 
Li
br
ar
y]
 A
t:
 1
0:
59
 2
7 
Ma
y 
20
11
in nature and through it a link is made between the individual and the group. Through
identification, a group becomes the individual’s guideline for thinking and acting. Identi-
fication has both cognitive and affective aspects that can be differentiated as identification
with and identification as (Stone, 1962 in Verkuyten, 1999). Identification with concerns
self-definition as a member of an ethnic group, in other words, self-categorization, while
identification as signifies an identification and emotional connection, that is, self-identifi-
cation. So self-categorization, identification with, is the cognitive aspect, ‘knowing’ and
categorization of yourself, while self-identification, identification as, is the affective
aspect, the emotional identification. It is the difference between how people see them-
selves and how people feel themselves.
How can we clarify identity and emotional problems, as studied by Thomaes, by using
the categories of identity and identification? For the women studied by Thomaes, their
‘otherness’ formed the basis of their identity. The context of the surrounding society
plays a clear role in this. What can also be said of the three groups of women distinguished
by Thomaes is that the development of their identity is not an extension of and does not
show the same characteristics as that of their mothers, i.e., the first generation of women.
For the second generation of Turkish women, criticism of one’s own group and especially
criticism of relationships between the genders is a key feature. The criticism can be traced
to the insight that the surrounding society plays a role in the formation of identities. In this
case, it is not ‘being different’ that is the basis for the development of identity, as Thomaes
states, but rather the processing of suggestions from society at large via a shift in identity –
and this shift is negative with respect to being Turkish and Muslim. On the assumption that
the processing of the shift in the identity developed by these women plays a key role, the
criticism can be understood – both their criticism of Dutch society and their criticism of
their own group. This clearly pertains to a rearrangement of their own cultural tradition
with the aid of choices that have arisen under the influence of criticism from the surround-
ing society.
With respect to the three groups demarcated by Thomaes, it can also be said that there
seems to be a different relationship between identity and identification. The first group of
women categorize themselves as being ethnic, identify with the ethnic background and
refer to themselves as Turkish women. The second group of women see themselves not
as being ethnic but as being religious, and identify with the faith and see themselves as
Muslim women. The self-categorization and self-identification of the women from the
first and second groups appear to correspond with one another and to be extensions of
each other. In the third group there is a substantial difference between their identity as
Turkish women and their identification with this identity. Although others do not see
them as being Turkish, they do categorize themselves as Turkish. Nevertheless, there is
no self-identification as Turkish or Muslim. On the contrary: they reject this identification.
For this group, self-categorization and self-identification are separate; they categorize
themselves as belonging to a group that they simultaneously reject emotionally. Their
self-identification and reference sit more easily with the Dutch who, however, reject
them as being members of their own group, the Turkish group. If self-identification is
primarily connected with the pursuit of appreciation and belonging and the acquisition
of a positive self-image, it becomes clear why Thomaes found the most psycho-social
problems in this category. From their Dutch point of reference and identification, they
reject their own group and background, even though they belong to this group. In this
light, the expression ‘between two cultures’ indicates processes of identification with
‘Wearing a Headscarf is my Personal Choice’ 21
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and identification as, which are separate and may develop in opposite directions. The
expression ‘between two cultures’, as used by the girls in Gouda to designate their pos-
ition, does not therefore refer to a cultural vacuum but to an inner conflict that arises
from the social and cultural situation in which they find themselves. In harmonizing
these processes, people make choices, and this takes place primarily when they are
young. It is this choice to which Jasmina refers with respect to her headscarf: the
choice of identification with and identification as, to harmonize self-categorization and
self-identification. But which choices do girls make, how do they make them and what cri-
ticism of their own group is processed into these choices? For the answer, we return to the
Moroccan girls in Gouda.
Formation of Identity
Anthropological research by B. Teunissen (1997) conducted among the Moroccan girls
who attend the homework assistance programme at the Nour mosque in Gouda shows
that girls can be characterized very differently. She distinguishes so-called education-
oriented girls from recreation-oriented girls. The education-oriented girls are focused on
school, do their homework and remain very similar to their parents in their conduct.
The recreation-oriented girls act much more counter to the wishes of their parents and
try to have fun – including with boys. Their focus is not directly aimed at school and
homework, but more on a pleasure environment of which boys are also a part.
The education-oriented girls at the Nour mosque in Gouda are focused on their studies
in order to make progress, and they say they are inspired by their faith. By these comments,
the girls give credence to the notion that self-development is a central concept in Islam.
Study, by which is meant book-based learning, is an activity that is highly regarded in
Islam. A good person is seen as being sensible, with considerable aql (classical Arabic:
‘aql) – wisdom, intellect and good sense. Raising children is therefore focused on impart-
ing considerable aql to them. The way to aql is via qra¯ya (classical Arabic: qira¯’a),
reading/studying. From Islam they thus receive legitimization of their orientation
towards school. They also experience their belief as supporting them to work hard and
do their very best. Through their efforts in school and their good performance, these
girls show their responsiveness to aql. They have the trust of their parents and are
given considerable freedom of action. Their focus on education therefore enlarges the lati-
tude extended to them.
The situation for the recreation-oriented girls in Gouda is very different. They want to
have greater freedom, refuse to follow the instructions of their parents and do not really put
much effort into their schoolwork. Parents often have little trust in these girls and tend to
limit the freedom of action they give their daughters, which often leads to family
problems.
Teunissen makes an additional distinction with respect to the type of girl that attends the
homework assistance programme at the Nour mosque, which is based on their attitude
towards their faith, Islam. At first glance, this is a peculiar distinction to make. According
to the usual view, a child is Muslim if the father is Muslim. This is therefore an ascribed
status that applies to all girls, but there are none the less considerable differences.
Teunissen makes a distinction between girls with a ‘traditional faith’, girls with a ‘personal
faith’ and girls who ‘reject the faith’. The girls with a ‘traditional faith’ wear a headscarf
and see their faith as giving them direction. They try to observe the rules that Islam sets for
22 E. Bartels
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them. They read the Qur’an and attend Arabic lessons at the mosque. These girls with a
‘traditional faith’ are strongly focused on education and achieve well in Dutch society.
Islam is, as it were, the common denominator from which these girls derive their identity
and through it also find their way in Dutch society. The home base remains the Moroccan
community. Islam provides them with the possibility of transcending the traditional role of
women, to join Dutch society and to achieve as much as they can in that society with
respect to their education and a profession. They are also given the space and freedom
to do this by their parents. It should be clear that, of the two categories that Teunissen
has identified, the education-oriented girls and the girls with a ‘traditional faith’ are vir-
tually the same group.
The girls with a ‘personal faith’ say that they cannot follow all the rules set by Islam.
They place greater emphasis on the instinctive aspect of their faith, ‘the faith of the
heart’ (Dominicus-Groot, 2001). They are still searching and are flexible in their interpret-
ations of their faith. These girls are trusted by their parents and are also given a reasonable
amount of freedom, but education occupies a less central place in their lives than it does
for the girls with a ‘traditional faith’. Both education-oriented and recreation-oriented girls
can be found in this group, and the latter restrict themselves, albeit sulkily and reluctantly,
to the limits placed on them by their parents.
The girls who ‘reject the faith’ have considerable problems with their parents: they are
seen as having too much freedom and this is characterized as being ‘too Dutch’. This
group is primarily made up of recreation-oriented girls who try to ‘go out on the town’
and have contact with boys. As a result, they sow the seeds of doubt about their behaviour
and have a bad reputation. From the Moroccan perspective, it is these girls who ‘reject the
faith’ that run the greatest risk of betraying the family’s honour and sometimes they even-
tually do just that (Brouwer, 1997).
If we compare the girls from Gouda with the women in Thomaes’ study, we see simi-
larities between the girls with a traditional faith and the women who are developing their
identity around religion. In her characterization, Teunissen does not discuss the process
that these girls go through in their development towards becoming religious. So we
know what choices the girls make, but we do not yet know what process they go
through in what Thomaes calls an ‘active choice to identify with the religious group’.
In other words, how do the girls come to the point of adopting a position as what Teunissen
calls ‘girls with a traditional faith’ and ‘education-oriented girls’ who observe the rules of
Islam, and what criticism contributes to these positions?
From the above-mentioned research by Dominicus-Groot (2000) into the relationship
between the transfer of faith and religious experience among the girls who attend the
homework assistance programme at Nour mosque in Gouda, it appears that for the
Moroccan girls Islam ‘naturally’ means a lot. Tennekes (1999, p. 123) indicates that in
a secularized society, religious perception loses its self-evident nature. For the girls
with a ‘traditional faith’ and those with a ‘personal faith’, this loss is not noticeable; for
them Islam is still self-evident. This does not mean that they stand outside secular
Dutch society. The girls experience the pressure of rejection from the surrounding
society and this makes them insecure. The pressure does not make them ‘less religious’,
nor does it make the religion less self-evident, but it does make it clearer to the girls
that they are responsible for making the religion their own. It is these girls with a
traditional faith who, according to Dominicus-Groot, search for information about religion
and ask their parents many questions. Girlfriends and female cousins also play an
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important part as role models and as confidants with whom to discuss issues. The
conclusion is therefore that girls with a ‘traditional faith’ themselves play an active role
in their environment in the development of their faith. They expressly indicate that they
experience Islam as being self-evident and also perceive that they are influenced by the
social environment to participate in the faith. At the same time, it appears that they
seek out this influence and that their choice to comply with the regulations is their own.
Most of the girls in Gouda with a ‘traditional faith’ say that they made this choice
when they began actively to participate in Ramadan.
The girls with the so-called ‘personal faith’ wear a headscarf less often than the girls
with a ‘traditional faith’. They say that they are not yet ready for it. A number of them
expect that they will wear a scarf when they get married, when they are seen as adults,
socially and religiously. Being an adult and adopting the headscarf are closely associated.
Wearing the headscarf requires one to be responsible and to behave properly, with
aql. Girls also say that their parents trust them more when they wear the headscarf. It is
noteworthy that parents sometimes discourage their daughters from wearing the headscarf
and ask them to wait. They say that girls cannot yet handle the pressure from society this
elicits and should therefore wait until they are surer of themselves and have matured. The
girls themselves say emphatically that wearing a headscarf means nothing if a girl does not
believe in it. ‘Faith is a matter of the heart’ (Dominicus-Groot, 2001). Bartelink (1994)
also finds that ‘scriptural’ women, women who express Islam (among other ways) via
the headscarf, ‘conclude an individual pact with Allah’. Being a female Muslim is there-
fore more than an ‘ascribed status’ that a child receives at birth when the father is already
Muslim. It is also, at least in the Dutch context, an ‘achieved status’ or, as Buitelaar (1998)
characterizes it, an ‘asserted status’. The girls who ‘reject the faith’ choose not to follow
the rules of Islam though they acknowledge that they are Muslim by birth. The ‘asserted
status’ implies that choosing Islam and choosing to wear the headscarf are options that
actually exist within the context of the ‘ascribed status’.
Choice
When a choice is involved, the last question for this article concerns the role played by the
surrounding society in the choice to follow Islam. The adoption of the headscarf is not
understood as an independent action. Girls react to this by saying that it is a personal
choice. But how does this ‘personal choice’ argument profit them in their contacts with
non-Muslims. The analysis of Du Bois Reymond et al. (1998) is useful here. Today,
young people do not make choices ‘without thinking about them first’; they do what Du
Bois Reymond et al. (1998, p. 36) call ‘considerable autobiographical work’. These
researchers mean by this that modern young people reflect more on their lives than past
generations have. Society actually requires that modern young people should be able to
reason through their choices and express their problems. It is not only a requirement set
by society, but also a requirement that young people set for each other. This thinking
through problems and reflecting on oneself, on others and the decisions taken is seen by
Du Bois Reymond and other researchers as an expression of increased options and
increased pressure to make optimal use of them. There is therefore a stronger pressure
to make a choice and so making one’s own choices becomes a cultural and identity-
forming activity in the development of one’s own lifestyle. Making choices and self-
determination thus become key activities in the formation of identity.
24 E. Bartels
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Looking from this perspective at girls who adopt the headscarf and become Muslim
women, it is only logical that they substantiate and experience this as Jasmina does: as
a personal choice. Moroccan girls are given several options, including the development
or non-development of their religiousness. When they do make a choice, they are more
or less required to justify this choice, particularly to Dutch people who ask them regularly
about it. With the argument that wearing the headscarf is a personal choice they have
made, they use a key concept from a discourse socially ‘required’ among young people
that is common in Dutch society. The headscarf as a personal choice indicates that self-
determination is involved which has been thought through and reflected on. This paints
a picture that is the opposite of the imagined pressure and coercion from the Islamic com-
munity to which it is believed Muslim girls are subjected. Presenting the wearing of a
headscarf as a personal choice implies freedom of choice – and thus criticism is prevented.
But the strategic use of ‘personal choice’ does not mean that the headscarf is simply
adopted from the tradition that is passed on to them; rather they reflect on and reinterpret
this tradition. By choosing Islam, girls define themselves as Muslims, a self-definition or
self-categorization in which being Moroccan is adopted conditionally. Verkuyten (1999)
calls this a self-definition that transcends ethnicity. Women Muslims say that they follow
Islam and not cultural customs. They want to challenge cultural customs such as the sub-
ordinate position and deprecation of women, by searching for the truth about the faith in
the Holy Scriptures. Islam asks them to search for the straight and narrow path. So, for
Muslim women, the discussion of which cultural customs they will accept is an open one.
Conclusion
Adopting the headscarf cannot be explained using the model in which cultures are com-
pared. The adoption of the headscarf seems rather to be a personal interpretation, in the
new situation, of the cultural baggage that the parents have brought with them from the
country of origin. The parents’ models of reality are not reproduced. Under the influence
of the situation in which immigrants find themselves in the Netherlands, they produce
instead new models into which the old models are incorporated. So it is not a matter of
reproducing existing models of reality, but rather of making changes to them to create
new models. Following Islam is emphatically presented as a ‘personal choice’. The
girls take the discourse on choice from Dutch society. By combining this with their
own themes, the rearrangement and change becomes visible.
With the argument that it is their personal choice, they use a socially required key
concept among young Dutch people. This implies self-determination and reflection,
exactly the opposite of the oppression of women and coercion exercised by men in
Islamic community, as supposed by Dutch society. So this emphasis on ‘personal
choice’ is not only a question of participation in the mainstream discourse in Dutch
society among young people. It implies at the same time a strategic use of the mainstream
discourse by Moroccan girls. It is possible that it pre-empts criticism from Dutch society
on the one hand and changes interpretations in their own community on the other. The
headscarf as a personal choice appears as criticism of the parental community. In their
new personal interpretation of following Islam and wearing the headscarf, there is room
for responsible adult women who can make their own choices and be trusted; but there
is no room for the oppression of women. That is seen as being cultural baggage that
can be discarded on the basis of study of the religious sources. Choosing Islam is for
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them a self-definition in which the presentation of a self-confident and responsible woman
is evident.
It is not a collective relationship, but rather a personal one that the headscarf symbo-
lizes. Moroccan girls create their own lifestyle and identity by making their own
choices. Self-determination and making personal choices, including the choice to wear
the headscarf, is a key-activity in identity-formation, typical for the process of individua-
lization in western Dutch society. So the situation of Muslim young people from immi-
grant families cannot be characterized by the differences typically pointed out between
Dutch culture and Moroccan culture. Moroccan young people make their interpretations
in the context of the same processes as their Dutch peers, the processes of individualiza-
tion, and under the influence of the human relationships existing within Dutch society of
which Moroccans are part.
Notes
1. Social autonomy stands for honesty, openness, taking responsibility for oneself and others. Autonomy is
not synonymous here with independence, breaking free, or going one’s own way.
2. This research is conducted among girls and boys. In this article we focus on the girls. In a later study we
shall focus on ways in which Moroccan boys identify themselves.
3. Students and myself conducted the research among the youngsters (most of them Moroccan, a few
Dutch, Turkish and Iraqi) who attend this homework assistance programme at the Nour mosque in
Gouda and their parents. (Anthropological publications about this research are: Bleichrodt, 1996; De
Koning, 1997; Teunissen, 1997; Beukers-Baaijens, 1998; Dominicus-Groot, 2000; Berg-Rodenburg,
2000; Hermans, 2000; Van Omme, 2000; Baeten, 2001; Wiers, 2002; Van Zurk, 2002, 2003; Poleij,
2003; Soorsma, 2003; Woldhuis, 2004). Gouda has+70,000 inhabitants,+10% of them Moroccans.
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